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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this project was to develop a product, created by occupational
therapists, for teachers and support staff that offers behavioral management strategies for
students demonstrating anxiety related behaviors in the classroom. Research conducted
by Nash, Schlösser, and Scarr (2016) revealed that teachers reported feeling
underprepared to not only identify anxiety presenting in the classroom, but also to
manage these disruptive behaviors resulting from anxiety. Thus, the product, titled Tips
for Teachers, was developed to address this need and to increase collaboration between
occupational therapists, teachers, and support staff.
The hierarchical approach utilized in the current behavioral management system
has not been found to be effective for students with anxiety as it is rewarding or
punishing a student for a skill that they do not possess (Minahan and Schultz, 2015). Tips
for Teachers uses the Ecology of Human Performance model (EHP) to organize
alternative behavior management strategies into each of the five intervention categories.
EHP is a model that helps therapists and other professionals to address individuals with
consideration of contextual influences, rather than assuming an individual child is the
problem (Sullivan, Johnson, Owens, & Connoway et al., 2014).
The Tips for Teachers in-service and accompanying materials offers background
information regarding anxiety, how it may present in the classroom, and how to address
symptoms before they become problematic. The materials for this in-service include a
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detailed agenda, a facilitator outline, a PowerPoint presentation, a manual, a case study,
and a satisfaction survey. The agenda breaks down the timeline and the topics to be
covered during the in-service. PowerPoint slides are provided in a facilitator outline
format to orient someone to the materials and prompt them through the PowerPoint, in
addition to printed PowerPoint slides for the attendees that provide space for notes. The
Tips for Teachers manual provides more thorough information and is intended for
attendees to have a reference to utilize after the in-service. A case study is included that is
intended to be used throughout the in-service for practice applying learned strategies, and
a satisfaction survey will be used to determine if the attendees feel as if they benefited
from the training.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION
Anxiety is the most prevalent psychiatric condition that afflicts school-aged
children, highlighting the need to offer support for teachers and support staff who spend
the majority of their time with students (Creswell, Waite, & Cooper, 2014). Anxiety
symptoms in the classroom may present as disruptive behaviors, and teachers and support
staff often assume the student is intentionally misbehaving, rather than considering the
psychological components or the contextual influences that might be playing a role.
While current behavioral management strategies in the school systems are successful at
managing problem behaviors, they are not effective for addressing behaviors caused by
anxiety, as the premise is focused around rewarding and punishing a student for a skill
they may not possess (Minahan, 2018). After conducting a literature review, it became
apparent that teachers report feeling under-prepared to identify and address anxietyrelated behavior and would benefit from additional training in this area (Nash, Schlösser,
and & Scarr. 2016). To address this identified need, the authors developed a product that
includes an in-service with accompanying materials given by occupational therapists to
teachers and support staff, which provide behavior management strategies that better
support students demonstrating anxiety in the classroom. The goal of the product is to
increase occupational therapy and teacher collaboration by offering behavior
management strategies to better meet the needs of the students, especially those who
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would benefit from occupational therapy services but do not qualify to receive
these services.
The Ecology of Human Performance (EHP) was the guiding theoretical model
used for the development of a product, titled Tips for Teachers, that was designed by
occupational therapists for teachers and support staff when addressing anxiety-related
behavior in the classroom. Using EHP allowed for the consideration of the relationship
between the person, task and context and how this relationship can be used to understand,
and ultimately better address, student behavior. Further, the strategies that are offered to
teachers and support staff when addressing anxiety-related behavior are organized into
the 5 intervention approaches that EHP offers; establish, adapt/modify, create, prevent
and alter (Dunn, Brown, & McGuigan, 1994; Hinojosa, Kramer, & Royeen, 2017).. The
purpose of the strategies is to improve a student’s performance range in the occupations
associated with education, while focusing on how to support the student within the
context of the classroom.
The most important factor for the successful implementation of Tips for Teachers
is getting buy-in from the school. Some schools might feel that the current system being
utilized to manage disruptive behavior is efficient and therefore do not want to change
their approach. It will be crucial to educate school districts on the value that an
occupational therapist could bring to the team when addressing disruptive behavior, and
explain why a shift is needed to better meet the needs of all students.
Chapter II details an extensive literature review that sheds more light on this topic
and supports the need of the product. Chapter III outlines the methodology utilized for
the development of Tips for Teachers, which is described in Chapter IV. Finally, Chapter
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V provides a summary of the product, the limitations, and the implications for further
research on this topic
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Chapter II
LITERATURE REVIEW
Research suggests that anxiety disorders are one of the most prevalent psychiatric
conditions that afflict school-aged children, with roughly 4.4 million children aged 3-17
years having diagnosed anxiety (Creswell, Waite, & Cooper, 2014; Ghandour et al.,
2018). These statistics do not account for the children who experience anxiety despite not
having a formal diagnosis, or those who experience anxiety in conjunction with another
disorder. For example, in children aged 3-17 years, 73.8% who have depression and
36.6% who have behavior problems also have anxiety (Ghandour et al., 2018). It is
common for an individual to experience anxiety in relation to events or everyday
situations, however, it becomes problematic when the anxiety becomes unmanageable to
the point that it interferes with everyday functioning (Canadian Mental Health
Association, 2015). These disorders can significantly impact a student’s education and
academic performance, among other occupations.
More than 25% of adolescents experience an anxiety disorder in their lifetime,
making it a primary concern for educators (Creswell et al., 2014; Minahan, 2018; Essau,
2005). Symptoms of anxiety may not be easily detected in the classroom until disruptive
behaviors are demonstrated, and when this occurs, teachers may likely perceive these
behaviors as deliberate actions of the students, when in fact these behaviors may actually
be the outward expression of internal struggles. Anxiety in the classroom may manifest as
3

behaviors including, but not limited to, talking out of turn, avoiding school-work,
disengaging from classroom activities, moving around the room unnecessarily, being late
for class, and making distracting noises intentionally (Sullivan, Johnson, Owens, &
Conway, 2014). The negative behaviors resulting from anxiety and constant worry will
likely impede a student’s learning, the learning of their peers, and the ability of the
teacher to teach (Minahan & Shultz, 2015). For students experiencing anxiety, engaging
in learning and relationship development is limited by mental and emotional capacities,
often making it more difficult for teachers to meet their needs (Nash, Schlosser, & Scarr,
2016). Despite adolescents having such high rates of anxiety in school systems, many
teachers are underprepared to identify and address related behaviors in order to better
meet the needs of these students (Minahan, 2018).
The collegiate requirements for childhood education programs are limited in the
number of courses that cover general mental health information, including anxiety, and
how to address resulting behaviors (Minahan, 2018). While Introduction to Psychology
courses provide basic background information on a variety of disorders, they do not
adequately prepare teachers to implement strategies for working with children that have
more complex needs (Minahan, 2018). Nash et al. (2016) identified that teachers who
lack the ability to address and manage these behaviors are more likely to experience
career dissatisfaction and an increased rate of burnout. Teachers have indicated that the
most common source of daily stress is disruptive behaviors in the classroom, which is
also the main reason for leaving the profession early (Nash et al., 2016). If teachers have
a better understanding of anxiety and how it impacts a student’s ability to learn, they will
likely feel less frustrated and more successful in their role as an educator (Minahan &
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Schultz, 2015). Further, teachers need to be provided with strategies to implement while
working with anxious students (Minahan & Schultz, 2015).
Research has indicated that managing unproductive and disruptive behaviors
remains a universal challenge for teachers (Nash et al., 2016). Sullivan et al. (2014)
argued that even though most of the behaviors observed in the classroom are mild in
nature, the fact that they occur so persistently impedes learning and contributes to teacher
stress and exhaustion. Further, the methods that many teachers are using to respond to
disruptive behavior often times do not address the underlying causes (Sullivan et al.,
2014). Nash et al. (2016) indicated that teachers who do not possess effective classroom
management skills may actually create a less positive atmosphere by passing criticism
frequently and seldom offering praise. When teachers address behaviors in this way, they
are more likely to elicit a more extreme reaction from students, and create an
environment that negatively impacts the entire class (Nash et al., 2016). Handling these
behaviors proactively, rather than reactively, helps to prevent escalation and recurrence
of the behaviors and limits the amount of stress placed on the teacher (Nash et al., 2016).
However, research supports that strategies most commonly used in schools revolve
around reinforcing behaviors after they occur (Nash et al., 2016; Sullivan et al., 2014).
Behavior management in the school system currently focuses on a hierarchical
approach where students are rewarded for good behavior and penalized for undesirable
behavior (Nash et al., 2016; Sullivan et al., 2014). While this behavioral management
approach may be successful for some, it has not been found to be effective for all
students, especially those demonstrating disruptive behavior due to anxiety (Sullivan et
al., 2014). It is argued that teachers should direct their attention and energy on engaging
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their students in the classroom rather than punishing their behaviors (Sullivan et al.,
2014). Additionally, Minahan and Schultz (2015) argued that a reward and consequence
system is not effective for children with anxiety because it is favoring or punishing a skill
that the child does not possess. In fact, disruptive behaviors might be exacerbated, and
dropout rates may increase as a result of utilizing such behavioral management methods
(Nash et al., 2016). Minahan and Schultz (2015) also identified that these children, in
addition to being at risk of dropping out, are more likely to face academic failure, are at
an increased risk for suspensions, and experience difficulty with social adjustment. Nash
et al. (2016) investigated the extent to which teachers believed students can control their
behavior. The results indicated that the majority of teachers reported that students are
able to control their behavior and are therefore inferring that these students must be
intentionally choosing to be disruptive (Nash et al., 2016). Nash et al. (2016) also noted
that what many teachers may not understand is that various factors might play a role in
triggering a disruptive behavioral outburst in which a student may have limited cognitive
control. Therefore, when the student is reprimanded for such behavior, anxiety can
increase and an exacerbation of additional behavioral outbursts may occur (Nash et al.,
2016). In an attempt to manage disruptive behavior, the focus is frequently placed on the
individual student rather than considering the context (Sullivan et al., 2014). In reality,
contextual factors in the classroom are likely contributing to the behavior (Sullivan et al.,
2014). Minahan and Schultz (2015) also mentioned in their research that the anxiety
symptoms that the aforementioned children are feeling in the classroom drain
psychological energy and act as a cognitive barrier. Researchers provided further support,
based on neurological background, that explains the inability of the brain to process and
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acquire new information, thus learn, when faced with high anxiety (Minahan & Schultz,
2015).
Sullivan et al. (2014) described an ecological model that explains student
behavior which demonstrated that “behavior does not exist in isolation but within the
interaction between all elements of the ecosystem” (p. 47). The classroom serves as the
ecosystem in which interactions occur between the physical setting, teacher factors,
student factors and the curriculum (Sullivan et al., 2014). This model emphasizes the fact
that disruptive behaviors can be influenced by a multitude of factors, and not simply
because a child is choosing to be disruptive. Sullivan et al. (2014) argued that students’
disruptive behaviors have more to do with factors that the teacher may have control over.
Therefore, when attempting to manage these behaviors, the teacher must consider all
aspects that may be interacting together, rather than just addressing the individual student
(Sullivan et al., 2014). Similarly, the Ecology of Human Performance (EHP) Model
emphasizes the dynamic relationship between the person, the task, and the context, how it
influences performance, and can be used to understand and address student behavior.
As described by EHP, the person is comprised of unique variables, experiences,
values and interests, and person factors such as cognitive, sensorimotor and psychosocial
skills that influence which tasks they participate in and how they will perform these tasks
(Dunn et al., 1994; Hinojosa et al., 2017). Further, the role of context is emphasized in
EHP, and it is acknowledged that an individual cannot be considered separately from
their contexts (Hinojosa et al., 2017). The conditions that surround an individual,
including the physical, temporal, social, and cultural aspects, make up a person’s contexts
the contexts (Hinojosa et al., 2017). The interaction between the person and their various
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contexts, whether they are supportive or inhibitory, influences behavior and performance
(Dunn et al., 1994; Hinojosa et al., 2017). Therefore, EHP is a beneficial model to use
when considering how person variables, including anxiety, and context may be impacting
behavior in the education setting. Because context is considered critical to performance
within this model, it also serves as a key starting point in assessment, intervention
planning and intervention approaches (Dunn et al., 1994). EHP incorporates five
intervention approaches; establish/restore, alter, adapt/modify, prevent, and create (Dunn
et al., 1994). EHP is an appropriate model to guide the development of the product as it
uses the word “task” to encompass occupations, making it more usable between various
disciplines. This becomes important for collaboration and implementation of a product
that is designed to serve as a resource for occupational therapists, teachers, and other
support staff within schools (Dunn et al., 1994).
When accounting for person variables, it is necessary to consider the skills skill an
individual possesses. According to research conducted by Minahan (2018), behaviors in
the classroom are often a result of four main executive functioning and emotional skills
that are impaired and it cannot be assumed a child is unresponsive to incentives, or is
simply unmotivated, when symptoms of anxiety manifest as disruptive behaviors. First,
children with anxiety disorders tend to inaccurately judge the difficulty of a task or their
own ability to complete it (Minahan, 2018). Second, a child’s ability to get organized and
initiate an activity or task is impaired (Minahan, 2018). Third, and based upon the
previously mentioned ability to initiate, the child’s capacity to persist at an activity is
reduced (Minahan, 2018). Lastly, the child may act out or avoid an activity they perceive
as difficult rather than seeking help (Minahan, 2018). It was aknowledged by Minahan
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and Shultz (2015) that teachers will not be able to address the needs of these students
based on instinct and education strategies alone. Rather, through increased reflection and
understanding of the various behavioral presentations of anxiety, teachers might be able
to address the student’s individual needs more effectively, resulting in a more productive
classroom environment (Nash et al., 2016).
In order to better meet the needs of these children, it is imperative that teachers
understand the psychological factors that can be contributing to the behavior. Nash et. al.
(2016) describe “challenging behavior [as] an expression of need” (p. 170), and teachers
must remember that children demonstrating disruptive behavior are often driven by
anxiety, rather than a conscious intent to be disruptive. By utilizing an interprofessional
collaborative approach, it is more likely that the underlying causes of the behaviors can
be identified, and appropriate support can be provided for the student rather than
punishing them for behavior that they may not be intentionally engaging in (Nash et al.,
2016). Research completed by Essau (2005) also supported the need for collaboration
between school-based professionals in regard to addressing mental health needs of
students. Occupational therapists can work with these students as part of the
interprofessional team to develop coping strategies and skills to identify and manage their
anxiety symptoms that will allow them to participate in their primary occupation of
education. However, this does not provide a solution for teaching faculty to address the
behaviors that result when students have not yet mastered these skills. Thus, the role of
occupational therapists, in addition to working directly with the students on developing
self-regulation skills, is to collaborate with teachers, and support staff, to develop
strategies in working with these students and addressing their needs and behaviors
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effectively. In their research, Tokolahi, Hocking, and Kersten, (2016) provided support
that occupational therapists are qualified in addressing mental health in order to reduce
risk factors, provide skill development training, and provide training to promote
adaptation to change and resilience.
As managing persistent classroom behavior can be highly stressful and impact
teachers’ self-esteem and competence, Nash et al. (2016) discussed the importance of
also providing support for teachers. It is recommended that teachers are provided with
further training led by a specialist in the field, who can help them consider the underlying
reasons for disruptive behavior (Nash et al., 2016). Occupational therapists are qualified
to take the initiative and lead this training for teachers, as occupational therapy practice is
guided by theoretical frameworks that allow them to approach individuals holistically
while consistently considering the dynamic interactions that occur to maximize
occupational performance. Tokolahi et al. (2016) expressed that occupational therapy
may be more advantageous for addressing mental health needs, as the services provided
do not carry as much stigma as traditional mental health professions may. Essau (2005)
suggests that prevention programs, or proactively addressing the needs of children with
anxiety before the peak age of risk, will allow for students with mental health concerns to
be better served in their school setting. Tokolahi et al. (2016) suggest that early
intervention and preventative programs should be offered in a school setting in order to
attain the most widespread and available intervention. Minahan and Schultz (2015) also
suggest that teachers can be more effective when working with these children if they are
able to anticipate, identify, and prevent anxiety provoking situations for their students. In

10

addition, teachers may have more success if they praise skill development and sustained
effort, rather than performance (Minahan & Schultz, 2015).
After reviewing the literature, it became apparent that teachers may feel
unprepared to manage anxiety-related behaviors in the classroom. This could be due to
limited exposure to mental health courses throughout their undergraduate education and a
lack of awareness of more appropriate strategies. Current behavioral management
strategies are not appropriate for all students. Several of the strategies being used, such as
reward and punishment systems, could have detrimental effects, especially for individuals
with mental health needs. Teachers and other support staff would benefit from additional
information regarding anxiety, how it may manifest in the classroom, and how to address
symptoms before they become problematic. Occupational therapists are skilled in
addressing complex needs and treating individuals holistically, thus making them a
beneficial resource for teachers and support staff. Therefore, collaboration between
teachers and occupational therapists is crucial. An occupational therapy based product,
guided by EHP, will be beneficial in extending best-practice strategies into the classroom
in order to provide more consistent and effective ways of addressing anxiety-related
behaviors in academic settings. In addition, this product will serve as an informational
resource for background information on anxiety, behavioral manifestations in the
classroom, and antecedents to behaviors that may likely be overlooked.
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Chapter III
METHODOLOGY
The intention of the project was to use current evidence to create a resource that
can be utilized throughout a school-system to promote more success not only for the
individuals who experience anxiety in the classroom, but also for teachers when
managing disruptive behavior as a result of the anxiety. In order to do this, it was
necessary to identify relevant information, supportive statistics, and evidence for
proposed strategies that can be used appropriately. Our goal with the project was to
complete a literature review on the impact of anxiety in the general education classroom,
determine what is currently being done to address this issue, and find alternative ways to
address anxiety in the classroom.
In order to develop the in-service and associated materials, a review of literature
was completed using various databases through the University of North Dakota School of
Medicine and Health Sciences Libraries, the American Occupational Therapy
Association (AOTA), and various textbooks. The databases were accessed through the
Harley E. French and Chester Fritz Library and included PubMed, CINAHL, Google
Scholar, PsychInfo, and ERIC. Devon Olson, a research and education librarian
employed by the University of North Dakota, was also contacted to obtain feedback
regarding appropriate search terms, phrases, and MESH terms for various databases. The
primary search phrases most commonly used included: anxiety-related behaviors,
classroom behaviors, occupational therapy interventions, anxiety in the classroom, self12

regulation, executive functioning, collaboration, behavior-management, mental-health,
anxiety, disruptive behavior, occupational therapy, teachers, and strategies.
To support the use of our occupation-based model throughout the development of
our project, we utilized the original article, The Ecology of Human Performance: A
framework for considering the effect of context, published by the
model creators, Dunn, Brown, and McGuigan, and various textbooks used throughout our
coursework. The articles were accessed through the American Journal of Occupational
Therapy, published through AOTA. Relevant findings from the literature review were
incorporated throughout the product, and structured around the model concepts.
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Chapter IV
PRODUCT
The Tips for Teachers in-service was developed following a review of various
literature that highlighted the necessity to bring awareness to anxiety-related behaviors
and how to better address them. Research suggests that anxiety disorders are one of the
most prevalent psychiatric conditions that afflict school-aged children (Creswell, Waite,
& Cooper, 2014). It was discovered that symptoms and behaviors related to anxiety are
often misinterpreted within the classroom and, as a result, the needs of children with
mental health concerns are not being met (Minahan, 2018). This is likely correlated to the
limited number of courses that cover mental health that teachers are required to take in
order to obtain their degrees (Minahan, 2018). Further, many of these courses likely only
provide brief background information, but do not provide strategies for identifying
symptoms of anxiety, or addressing resulting behaviors that result from them (Minahan,
2018).
Teachers and other support staff would benefit from additional information
regarding anxiety, how it may manifest in the classroom, and how to address symptoms
before they become problematic. Because occupational therapists are skilled in
addressing complex needs and treating individuals holistically, they are a beneficial
resource for teachers and support staff, who spend a majority of their time with students.
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Thus, collaboration between teachers and occupational therapists is crucial in
addressing behaviors related to anxiety in the classroom.
Tips for Teachers, with provided materials, will be beneficial in extending
occupational therapy best-practice strategies into the classroom in order to provide more
consistent and effective ways of addressing anxiety-related behaviors in academic
settings. In addition, this product will serve as a resource for background information on
anxiety, behavioral manifestations in the classroom, and antecedents to behaviors that
may likely be overlooked. The strategies provided in the in-service will allow teachers
create a supportive context that will help prevent disruptive behaviors from occurring,
and enable teachers and support staff to feel more equipped to manage challenging
behaviors when they occur. Evidence supports the need for a program that provides
teachers with more strategies to manage anxiety-related behaviors in the classroom, thus
the Tips for Teachers in-service was developed to address this need.
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Tips for Teachers

Managing Anxiety Related Behaviors in
the Classroom Based on Occupational
Therapy Approaches

Hannah Burks, MOTS & Kristen Kilian-Weides MOTS
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Purpose of Tips for Teachers In-service
The Tips for Teachers in-service was developed following a review of relevant
literature that highlighted the necessity to bring awareness to anxiety-related behaviors
and how to better address them. Research suggests that anxiety disorders are one of the
most prevalent psychiatric conditions that afflict school-aged children (Creswell, Waite
& Cooper, 2014). It was discovered that symptoms and behaviors related to anxiety are
often misinterpreted within the classroom and, as a result, the needs of children with
mental health concerns are not being met (Minahan, 2018). This is likely correlated to the
limited number of courses that cover mental health that teachers are required to take in
order to obtain their degrees (Minahan, 2018). Further, many of these courses likely only
provide brief background information, but do not provide strategies for managing
symptoms or difficult behavior associated with various conditions (Minahan, 2018).
Teachers and other support staff would benefit from additional information
regarding anxiety, how it may manifest in the classroom, and how to address symptoms
before they become problematic. Because occupational therapists are skilled in
addressing complex needs and treating individuals holistically, they are a beneficial
resource for teachers, who spend a majority of their time with students. Thus,
collaboration between teachers and occupational therapists is crucial in addressing
behaviors related to anxiety in the classroom.
Tips for Teachers, with provided materials, will be beneficial in extending
occupational therapy best-practice strategies into the classroom in order to provide more
consistent and effective ways of addressing anxiety-related behaviors in academic
settings. In addition, this product will serve as a resource for background information on
anxiety, behavioral manifestations in the classroom, and antecedents to behaviors that
may likely be overlooked. The strategies provided in the in-service will allow teachers to
create more supportive contexts that will help prevent disruptive behaviors from
occurring, and enable teachers and support staff to feel more equipped to manage
challenging behaviors when they occur. Evidence supports the need for a program that
provides teachers with more strategies to manage anxiety-related behaviors in the
classroom, thus the Tips for Teachers in-service was developed to address this need.
18

Role of Occupational Therapy
Occupational therapists are qualified to take the initiative and lead this training for
teachers, as occupational therapy practice is guided by theoretical frameworks that allow
them to approach individuals holistically while consistently considering the dynamic
interactions that occur to maximize occupational performance.
Occupational therapy may be more advantageous for addressing mental health
needs, as the services provided do not carry as much stigma as traditional mental health
professions may. Additionally, they utilize perspectives from educational, psychosocial,
physical, and medical models to provide well-rounded approaches for working with
individuals.
An occupational therapist is able to complete screenings and evaluations to
determine the needs of individuals. Further, they commonly use activity analyses to
determine how best to provide interventions that maximize performance and engagement
in valued occupations. In addition, occupational therapists can provide education and
recommendations to clients, families, and other disciplines.
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Theoretical Framework

The Ecology of Human Performance (EHP) highlights how the interaction between the
person and their various contexts, whether they are supportive or inhibitory, influences
behavior and performance (Dunn, Brown, & McGuigan, 1994; Hinojosa, Kramer &
Royeen, 2017).

Person: Unique variables, experiences, values and interests, and person factors such as
cognitive, sensorimotor and psychosocial skills that influence which tasks they
participate in and how they will perform these tasks (Dunn, Brown, & McGuigan, 1994;
Hinojosa, Kramer & Royeen, 2017).
Context: The conditions that surround an individual, including the physical, temporal,
social, and cultural aspects (Hinojosa, Kramer, & Royeen, 2017).
Context has a primary role in the model and it is emphasized that an individual cannot be
considered separate from their contexts (Hinojosa, Kramer, & Royeen, 2017).
Task: Used to describe sets of observable behaviors that enable an individual to perform
activities in their daily lives. EHP utilizes the word task as opposed to occupation for ease
of use within interdisciplinary teams (Hinojosa, Kramer, & Royeen, 2017).
Performance: The result of a person engaging in tasks within a context (Hinojosa,
Kramer, & Royeen, 2017).
Performance range: Number of meaningful or purposeful tasks that an individual can
complete based on their skills and abilities that are supported by a given context
(Hinojosa, Kramer, & Royeen, 2017).
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Intervention Approaches
Establish
This approach focuses on improving an individual’s skills, whether
they are already present and needing refined, or need to be initially
developed.
Alter
With this approach, the goal is to identify which contexts will best
support an individual based upon their needs, interests, and skills.
Therapists work to match an individual’s needs with the context
that best supports them.
Adapt/Modify
Contrary to alter, the adapt/modify approach allows the therapist to
make changes to the context so that an individual can be more
successful with their occupations within the most natural context.
Prevent
This approach is used to anticipate and avoid problematic
performance or behaviors.
Create
The create approach aims to develop interventions and
circumstances that benefit all individuals, regardless if a disability
is present or not.
(Dunn, Brown, & McGuigan, 1994; Hinojosa, Kramer & Royeen, 2017)
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Overview of Anxiety
General Information
It is common for an individual to experience anxiety in relation to events or
everyday situations, however, it becomes problematic when the anxiety becomes
unmanageable to the point that it interferes with everyday functioning (Canadian Mental
Health Association, 2015). These disorders can significantly impact a student’s education
and academic performance, among other occupations.

Statistics
•

Anxiety disorders are one of the most prevalent psychiatric conditions that afflict
school-aged children (Creswell et al., 2014)

•

More than 25% of adolescents experience an anxiety disorder in their lifetime,
making it a primary concern for educators (Creswell et al., 2014; Minahan, 2018;
Essau, 2005)

•

4.4 million children aged 3-17 years have diagnosed anxiety (Creswell, Waite &
Cooper, 2014; Ghandour et al., 2018).

•

These statistics do not account for the children who experience anxiety despite not
having a formal diagnosis, or those who experience anxiety in conjunction with
another disorder. For example, in children aged 3-17 years, 73.8% who have
depression and 36.6% who have behavior problems also have anxiety (Ghandour
et al., 2018).
o

Several other diagnoses have co-occurring anxiety symptoms that must be
accounted for.
§

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, Autism Spectrum
Disorder, sensory processing disorder, major depressive disorder,
behavioral disorders (Oppositional Defiant Disorder), substance
use disorders, Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, adjustment disorder,
acute stress disorder, Obsessive Compulsive Disorder
(American Psychiatric Association, 2017)
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Anxiety Disorders
Generalized Anxiety Disorder: Persistent and excessive worry often with
an emphasis on daily-life occurrences
Panic Disorder: Represented by the experience of consistent panic attacks,
with psychological and physiological distress
Specific Phobias: Excessive fear about a specific situation or object
Agoraphobia: Fear of scenarios in which help cannot be obtained and
escape from a situation is difficult
Social Anxiety: Excessive fear of embarrassment, rejection, or being looked
down on in social situations
Separation Anxiety: Excessive fear of separation from persons who the
individual is attached to that are not age appropriate and that persists for a
greater amount of time than normal

A diagnosis does not have to be present for anxiety to impede performance.

(American Psychiatric Association, 2017)
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Signs and Symptoms
According to the Mayo Clinic (2018)
•

Feeling nervous, restless or tense

•

Having a sense of impending danger, panic or doom

•

An increased heart rate

•

Hyperventilation (breathing rapidly)

•

Sweating

•

Trembling

•

Feeling weak or tired

•

Difficulty concentrating or thinking about anything other than the present
worry

•

Having trouble sleeping

•

Experiencing gastrointestinal problems (i.e. stomach-ache)

•

Having difficulty controlling worry

•

Having the urge to avoid things that trigger anxiety

Symptoms of anxiety may not be easily detected in the classroom until disruptive
behaviors are demonstrated. Often, children with underlying anxiety display behaviors
including, but not limited to:
•

talking out of turn

•

avoiding school-work or other non-preferred adult-directed activities

•

disengaging from classroom activities

•

moving around the room unnecessarily

•

being late for class

•

making distracting noises intentionally
(Sullivan, Johnson, Owens & Conway, 2014).

These behaviors are often perceived as deliberate actions of the students, but it is crucial
to understand that various factors might play a role in triggering a disruptive behavioral
outburst in which a student may have limited cognitive control (Nash et al., 2016).
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Behavior
“Beneath every behavior is a feeling. And beneath every feeling is
a need. And when we meet that need rather than focusing on the
behavior, we begin to deal with the cause not the symptom”
-Ashleigh Warner
Behaviors are often the outward expression of internal struggles rather than intent
to be disruptive. Rather than assuming the child is behaving disruptively intentionally,
approach the behavior as a means of communicating a need or achieving a desired
outcome. For example, a child may act out in class if they know they will be asked to
leave the room, and thus be removed from an undesirable situation that elicits anxiety.
Because behavior is a way for the child to communicate or attain a desired
outcome, it is important to understand not only why a child is acting out, but learn ways
to promote and reinforce appropriate behavior.
Current behavior management programs in the school system utilize a hierarchical
approach in which rewards and incentives are provided following desirable behaviors,
while undesirable behaviors are penalized (Nash et al., 2016; Sullivan et al., 2014).
Recent research suggests that a reward and consequence system may not be effective for
children with anxiety as it is favoring or punishing a child’s current skills and abilities
(Minahan and Schultz, 2015). More specifically, penalizing a child for undesirable
behavior may be serving as a punishment for not possessing the ability to self-regulate
(Minahan and Schultz, 2015). Rather than rewarding a child strictly on performance, a
child should be acknowledged for progress towards realistic goals and meeting
expectations. Interventions should therefore be designed to take into account the various
interactions between the person and the contextual factors that may be contributing to the
behavior, address underdeveloped skills, and facilitate behavior management (Nash et al.,
2016; Sullivan et al., 2014).
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Model Based
Approaches
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Create
Strategies are designed to benefit all individuals, regardless of
whether a disability is present or not.
What Occupational Therapy is Doing
•
•
•

Design interventions that can be utilized school-wide
Identify ways that organization and structure can be implemented
Provide education for how non-diagnosed children may still be
impacted by anxiety and benefit from strategies

Tips for Teachers
Be Consistent
•

Plan activities in a similar order and location
o

This strategy can be as simple as having a predictable schedule
and structuring each day so that students know what to expect
and there is familiarity with routine.
§
§

•

Example: Have a print-out of the daily schedule
available for students to view.
Example: Notify students of changes to the daily schedule
and also have a print-out available so that students can
prepare for events that are atypical, such as a student
assembly.

Keep physical arrangement/furnishings consistent
o

Having consistency in the way that the classroom is arranged
helps create predictability for students and lessens the
likelihood for anxiety to present itself.
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•

Make familiar activities available
o

This provides a sense of order and comfort, while also allowing
choice.
§

•

Example: Ensure that board games, cards, or items that
a student feels comfortable with are available to them.
Games or activities with rules that the student has
previously learned can ensure comfort while
participating in the activity.

Make clear and explicit rules
o

If rules are clear and understood, it is less likely that
misconceptions and challenging behavior will occur.
§
§

Example: Review the classroom rules every day with the
entire class.
Example: Have printed rules available for students and
request that they refer to them.

Provide Environment for Successful Engagement
•

Offer age-appropriate structured and unstructured activities
§

•

Example: In a preschool classroom, allow time for
unstructured free play of the student’s choosing, such as
dress up, painting, or blocks, in addition to completing a
letter recognition task during a structured writing
activity.

Keep supplies accessible
o

If students are able to independently access needed materials, it
will increase the likelihood that they will become engaged in a
task.
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•

Make in-class tasks adjustable to meet the needs of individuals
§

Example: Allow additional time for a student to problemsolve, rather than enforcing a strict timeline. If other
students finish faster, provide them with additional
problems to work through.

Create a Calm and Encouraging Environment
•

Ensure the space is clean and organized
o

•

This maintains predictability and order in the classroom.

Have designated “calm down” or “take a break” areas
§

Example: Select an area in the room where a student can
go to sit down, look at a preferred book, and use selfcalming strategies before returning to a class activity.

•

Maintain a calm demeanor

•

Model appropriate behavior
o

This helps reinforce what you are trying to communicate to the
student.
§

•

Example: Talking calmly to a student while they are
having significant anxiety.

Use “do” statements
o

This allows the child to know exactly what is expected and
desired.
§

Example: Rather than saying “Billy, don’t make those
sounds,” say “Billy, our voices are quiet when the
teacher is talking.”
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Establish
This approach focuses on helping an individual develop skills that
are necessary for participation in daily tasks.
What Occupational Therapy is Doing
•

•

Developing Executive Functioning Skills
o Self-Regulation
o Self-Awareness
o Inhibitory skills
o Emotional control
o Calming strategies
o Initiating a task
Developing Communication and Social Skills

Tips for Teachers
•

Use Positive Reinforcement and Praise Effort
o

Ensure that praise is provided after a favorable behavior to
increase likeliness the behavior is repeated

o

Acknowledge student’s progress towards realistic goals and for
meeting established expectations
§
§

o

Example: “Billy, I really like how you took 3 deep
breaths when you were feeling frustrated.”
Example: “I can see that you are really trying to work
through this math problem.”

Use belief statements
§

Example: “I believe that you can write 3 things about
your science experiment.”
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•

Collaborate with Student to Establish Replacement Behavior
o

Teach the student to use alternate, appropriate behavior to
express the same emotion or desire.
§
§

o

Establish an “if, then” plan
§

•

Example: “If I become frustrated about an assignment,
then I will ask for help.”

Complete “Body Checks”
o

•

Example: Rather than interrupting the class, raise your
hand to signal that you have something to say.
Example: Instead of wandering the room, please place
your head on your desk and wait quietly.

Encourage students to identify if they are tense, getting
frustrated, etc.
§ Example: “I see that your eyebrows are furrowed. Are
you feeling frustrated?

Use physical gestures
o

These gestures must be discussed and understood by both the
individual student and the teacher in order to be effective.
§ Example: Raising your shoulders signifies to the student
to take a deep breath.
§ Example: Counting on your fingers signifies to the
student to count to 10 in their head to help them calm
down.

• Exchange written symbols or icons
§ Example: Rather than drawing further attention to the
student by verbally addressing the behavior, the teacher
could place an agreed upon item, such as a paper clip,
on the student’s desk to indicate that a behavior change
is needed or to go take a break in the quiet space.
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Prevent
This approach is used to anticipate and avoid problematic
performance or behaviors.
What Occupational Therapy is Doing
•

Providing Education
o Antecedent identification
o Signs and symptoms of anxiety and how it may present in the
classroom
o “Just-right-challenge” and how to provide opportunities that are
within the student’s abilities
o Environmental modifications

Tips for Teachers
•

Complete Verbal Check-Ins
o

•

This can be as simple as asking the student how they are doing
prior to behaviors being displayed.

Identify Antecedents
o

It is important to become familiar with a student in order to
determine what actions may precede a heightened reaction or
disruptive behavior. With this, it is also critical to identify
classroom activities that may trigger anxious behaviors.
§

Example: Avoid playing loud music if the student is
known to become overstimulated or has heightened
sensitivity to this to prevent a behavioral outburst from
occurring.
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o

Minimize frequency, intensity, and duration of aversive events
or stimuli
§

o

Observe body language to identify if a student is over/under
stimulated
§
§

•

Example: A child who is under-stimulated may appear
uninterested, disengaged, and distracted.
Example: A child who is over-stimulated may become
irritable, have difficulty focusing, and may appear
uncomfortable and restless.

Develop a Plan
o

Decide on actions that will be taken if antecedents are
recognized
§
§

•

Example: If a student is overwhelmed in large groups
during activities, try utilizing smaller groups, or have
students work in pairs.

Example: Ask if the student needs help when they appear
flustered.
Example: Encourage child to count to ten if becoming
escalated.

Share Control
o

Allow students some choice with activities and when they occur
throughout the day. Acknowledge contribution and feedback of
student as participation occurs.

o

Word questions so that the student has to choose one option or
the other rather than saying “no”.
§
§

Example: “Should we use dry erase boards or paper and
pencil for our math problems today?”
Example: “What math game should we play today?”
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§

•

Utilize Clear, Consistent, and Realistic Expectations
o

•

Example: During “independent time” let students choose
to read to self, work on writing, work on words, read to a
buddy, or work on a computer.”

Establish clear rules that are explicitly communicated to reduce
misconceptions

Make Classroom Tasks Feel More Manageable
o Use forward chaining
§

o

Be available to assist
§

o

Example: Walking around the room while students are
completing independent work, asking if a student needs
assistance, or informing the class that they may raise
their hand to gain additional help.

Break tasks into smaller chunks
§

o

Example: When working with a child like Billy, work
through the first two problems of a math worksheet
together and then encourage him to finish the remaining
problems on his own. Further, while working on an
individual math problem, assist with the first step, and
then ask Billy to help you decide what to do next in order
to solve the problem.

Example: During a writing activity, encourage students
to first brainstorm a topic, then move on to writing
possible ideas that will be included with the topic, then
start to formulate paragraphs. By breaking tasks into
smaller components, it will be easier to identify what a
child has the most difficulty with during non-preferred
activities.

Present tasks one at a time
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• Have Flexibility with In-Class Tasks in order to Match Demands to
Abilities
o

Make tasks more difficult for students that need challenged
more to ensure they are not bored

o

Make tasks easier for students who are struggling to ensure
they do not feel defeated or overwhelmed.
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Adapt or Modify
The adapt/modify approach focuses on changing the context to
enable more successful participation in tasks.
What Occupational Therapy is Doing
•
•
•

Addressing transitions
Making recommendations for environmental modification
Identifying sensory needs of students and recommending appropriate
changes

Tips for Teachers
Implement Transitions Strategies Within the Classroom
•

Utilize visual schedules for transitions
o

This creates a representation of scheduled events that a student
can refer to and see throughout the day.
§

•

Use timers to transition between activities
§

•

Example: on the white board in front of the class there
can be pictures that depict the order of events that will
take place in class that day.

Example: “I am going to set the timer for 5 minutes.
Please work on number one until you hear the alarm.”

Representational objects that symbolize upcoming transition
§ Example: Have laminated icon cards with each subject
on them, such as a beaker for science, and attach it to the
white board so that all students know what is coming
next.
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•

Develop transition routines
§

§

•

Example: utilize a clap pattern. Clapping 4 times means
that students need to wrap up what they are working on
because we are moving on to the next activity.
Example: Use a familiar song to represent a transition
such as “the clean-up song.”

Alternate Preferred and Non-Preferred Activities
o

Non-preferred activity should be implemented immediately
following the completion of the preferred activity.
§

Example: Complete 5 minutes of focused activity, such as
math problems, following a brief period of unstructured
free time.

Rearrange the Physical Environment
•

Use pod arrangements instead of rows
o

Arrange desks so that four students are facing each other, and
all students are able to turn and see each other with ease rather
than utilizing rows where students in the back may become
distracted by students in front of them, or students in the front
may feel insecure about everyone watching them.

•

Incorporate assigned seating

•

Provide areas of varying stimuli
o

Consider providing access to a stuffed animal, a stress relief
ball, or a swivel chair for students to use to meet their needs.

Use Effective Communication and Instruction
•

Get on the student’s level when speaking directly to them
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§

Example: When approaching a student, bend down or get
on a knee so that you are not physically looking down on
them.

•

Ensure the use of simple, age-appropriate language the child will
understand

•

Be direct
§

Example: “Please sit down and start number 1 of the
math worksheet” rather than “are you ready to do the
math worksheet?”

•

Utilize calm tone of voice

•

Give time to process
o

•

It is important to provide a student with time to think about the
instructions/questions/statements before you request a specific
answer or response. A child with anxiety may feel “put-on-thespot” and need additional time to formulate a response.

Provide instructions one at a time
§

Example: Rather than saying, “Please pull out your
books and complete the example on page 23, and then
share 2 things you learned” start by asking the students
to turn to page 23. Once all students are there, then
provide the next instruction.
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Alter
The goal with this approach is to identify which contexts will best
support an individual based upon their needs, interests, and skills.
It is ideal to match an individual’s needs with the context that best
supports them.
What Occupational Therapy is Doing
•
•
•

Evaluate which contexts will be supportive/inhibitory and
make appropriate suggestions
Create opportunities for sensory breaks
Identify different areas for the child to go if other strategies
are not effective
Tips for Teachers

•

Utilize Whole-Class Breaks
§
§
§

•

Implement a Helper Role
§

•

Example: Take class for a walk down the hall if children
are demonstrating behaviors.
Example: Initiate a bathroom break.
Example: Move class outdoor.

Example: Assign the student to return an item to another
room.

Refer to Another Context
§

Example: Encourage the child to take a 5 minute break
in the sensory room.
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Example: Ask child to go get a drink of water in the
hallway prior to returning to complete the task.
Isolate Student
§

•

o

•

Consult with OT
o

•

Remove student from the room if they are a danger to
themselves or others.

Discuss alternative context options for child.

Try to Make Removal from Classroom a Last Resort
o

Utilize strategies prior to sending the student to the principal's
office.
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Case Study Application Example
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Concluding Statements
The main message to take away from these materials is that children are often not
just “naughty,” and that there is likely an underlying cause for the behavior. It is possible,
based on prevalence, that the underlying cause is anxiety. Therefore, it is necessary to
ensure that teachers and support staff are familiar with signs and symptoms, the behaviors
may be communicating that a student needs help, and that there are several strategies that
should be used before sending a child to the principle.
Please take time to review the materials and refer back to them when other
preferred strategies are not effective, and remember that behaviors are often a means of
communication for a child. As educators, you possess a unique wealth of knowledge and
experience so be creative and proactive when approaching students who are more
disruptive, as they may need your positive attention the most.
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Individual Handouts for use
Throughout the In-Service
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In-Service Agenda
8:00-8:10

Introduction
- Purpose of In-service
- Objectives

8:10-8:20

Discussion

8:20-8:25

Role of Occupational Therapy

8:25-8:35

Ecology of Human Performance
- Core Concepts
- Intervention Approaches

8:35-8:50

Anxiety
- General Information
- Statistics
- Disorders
- Signs and Symptoms
- Presentation in the Classroom

8:50-9:00

Behavior

9:00-9:15

Case Study Introduction and Discussion

9:15-9:25

Break

9:25-9:30

Current Behavioral Management

9:30-10:00

Introduce Strategies

10:00-10:10

Break

10:10-10:25

Build on Case Study

10:25-10:45

Discussion

10:45-11:00

Summary, Questions and Closing
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Facilitator Slides and Outline

45

Extending
Occupational
Therapy Strategies
into the Classroom:
Tips for Teachers
Hannah Burks, MOTS & Kristen
Kilian-Weides, MOTS

Introduce yourself and the in service topic.
-Name
-Education/Professional Background
-Why this material is something you are interested in presenting (without overlapping
with the in-service purpose).
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Purpose

Highlight the purpose of the in-service and presentation materials.
Prompt: Today we are going to discuss how disruptive classroom behaviors can
be a result of underlying anxiety. We will provide background information on
anxiety, how it may present itself in the classroom, and teach a handful of
strategies, based on an occupation based model (EHP), that you can implement
in order to better manage the behaviors. It is our hope that you become familiar
with a variety of strategies that can prevent challenging behaviors from
occurring in the first place, and help you feel more equipped to manage the
behavior if and when it occurs.
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Objectives

It is important to review the objectives in order to orient the attendees with what
we hope they learn throughout the in-service.
Objectives will be reviewed again at the end of the in-service.
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Share Time!
●
●
●

Examples of disruptive classroom behaviors
How did you handle this?
Was your method of
addressing the behavior
eﬀective?

Get a feel for the audience. Ask them to turn to their neighbor, or small
groups, and discuss the following questions and then bring it back to a
large group to share.
Prompt:
- Share examples of disruptive classroom behaviors you have experienced.
- How did you handle this?
- Was your method effective?
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Role of Occupational
Therapy
(OT)
Practice is guided by theoretical frameworks
Approach individuals holistically
Consistently considering the dynamic interactions that occur to
maximize occupational performance
Collaborate with teachers and other disciplines

(Because this product was developed based on OT models, it is important
to highlight the role of OT and identify why OT is qualified to share this
information. It is important to ensure that the strategies reviewed are
developed and achieved through collaboration and that the teacher
perspective is highly valued. Again, occupational therapy is a discipline
that focuses on an individual’s ability to participate in activities that are
meaningful or important to them.)
Prompt: OTs have a background in mental health, behavior, physical
dysfunction, psychosocial dysfunction, education, and lifespan
development, giving them a unique and well-rounded perspective. In
order to develop effective strategies, it is necessary to draw information
from each of these backgrounds and consider the multiple factors that may
influence an individual’s success.
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Ecology of Human Performance (EHP)
●

Person: unique variables, experiences, values and interests, and person factors such as
cognitive, sensorimotor and psychosocial skills that influence which tasks they participate
in and how they will perform these tasks.

●

Context: The conditions that surround an individual, including the physical, temporal,
social, and cultural aspects.

●

Task: Used to describe sets of observable behaviors that enable an individual to
perform activities in their daily lives.

●

Performance: The result of a person engaging in tasks within a context.

●

Performance range: Number of meaningful or purposeful tasks that an individual can
complete based on their skills and abilities that are supported by a given context.

(Dunn, Brown, & McGuigan, 1994; Hinojosa, Kramer & Royeen, 2017)

Theoretical frameworks are used to guide OT practice and the chosen
framework used to develop the materials and in-service was the Ecology
of Human Performance, or EHP. This was chosen because of the
interaction between concepts and how they influence an individual’s
performance. In the slide are definitions/descriptions of the core concepts
that will be highlighted throughout the rest of the in-service.
After defining each core concept, refer to slide 7 to highlight how each of
the concepts play a role in this model.
Contexts can also be referred to as an environment.
Task: EHP utilizes the word task as opposed to occupation for ease of use within
interdisciplinary teams.
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Schematic of EHP

Image used with permission from the American Journal of Occupational Therapy
(Dunn, Brown, & McGuigan, 1994)

Above is the schematic of Ecology of Human Performance. The
interaction between the person and their various contexts, whether they
are supportive or inhibitory, influences behavior and performance (Dunn,
Brown, & McGuigan, 1994; Hinojosa, Kramer & Royeen, 2017).
-

-

Ensure to point out that the person cannot be separated from their context.
Bring attention to the various tasks (or occupations) that
one can engage in. Example: homework, play, reading,
eating, etc.
Emphasize that performance occurs as a person is engaged in a
task within a context and how performance can increase when
surrounded by a supportive context.

It would be helpful to review The Ecology of Human Performance: A
framework for considering the effect of context prior to the presentation.
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Performance
Range

Images used with permission from American Journal of Occupational Therapy
(Dunn, Brown, & McGuigan, 1994)

Discuss how this picture highlights how important a supportive context (i.e.
supportive classroom) is in increasing performance range. Bring attention to
how much larger the range is, and therefore how much better performance
is, when the person is surrounded by a supportive context.
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EHP Intervention Approaches
Establish: This approach focuses on improving an individual’s skills, whether they are
already present and needing refined, or need to be initially developed.
Alter: With this approach, the goal is to identify which contexts will best support an
individual based upon their needs, interests, and skills. Therapists work to match an
individual’s needs with the context that best supports them.
Adapt/modify: Contrary to alter, the adapt/modify approach allows the therapist to make
changes to the context so that an individual can be more successful with their occupations.
Prevent: This approach is used to anticipate and avoid problematic performance or behaviors.
Create: The create approach aims to develop interventions and circumstances that benefit
all individuals, regardless if a disability is present or not.
(Dunn, Brown, & McGuigan, 1994).

EHP utilizes five intervention approaches when determining how best to
meet the needs of individuals. A description of each is presented on the
slide. It is important to highlight each, as they will be utilized to organize
the strategies throughout the presentation. It is not necessarily critical for
teachers to be able to identify which approach a strategy falls under, as
they are rooted in OT, but it will be beneficial to be able to pull strategies
from different approaches when working with a child.
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Background on Anxiety
Non-Clinical
Anxiety

Clinical Anxiety
When the anxiety becomes
unmanageable to the point
that it interferes with
everyday functioning

Feeling anxious in
relation to everyday
situations

These disorders can significantly impact a student’s
education and academic performance, among other
occupations
(Canadian Mental Health Association, 2015)

A major takeaway we want teachers to have from this presentation is that
not all children who experience anxiety have a formal diagnosis. Further,
anxiety does not have to be clinical to impact a child’s performance in
school.
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Anxiety Statistics
● Anxiety disorders are one of the most prevalent
psychiatric conditions that afflict school-aged
children
● More than 25% of adolescents experience an anxiety
disorder in their lifetime, making it a primary concern
for educators (Creswell et al., 2014; Minahan, 2018;
Essau, 2005)
● 4.4 million children aged 3-17 years have
diagnosed anxiety (Creswell, Waite & Cooper,
2014; Ghandour et al., 2018).

It is important to point out that these statistics do not account for
the children who experience anxiety despite not having a formal
diagnosis, or those who experience anxiety in conjunction with
another disorder. We want to ensure we are developing strategies
for all students who may experience anxiety.
For example, in children aged 3-17 years, 73.8% who have depression
and 36.6% who have behavior problems also have anxiety (Ghandour et
al., 2018).
Several other diagnoses have co-occurring anxiety symptoms that must be
accounted for.
Common diagnoses that have co-occurring anxiety include, ADHD,
autism spectrum disorder, sensory processing disorder, major depressive
disorder, behavioral disorders, substance use disorders, PTSD, adjustment
disorder, acute stress disorder, and Obsessive Compulsive Disorder.
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Anxiety Disorders
Generalized Anxiety Disorder: persistent and excessive worry often with an emphasis on
daily-life occurrences
Panic Disorder: represented by the experience of consistent panic attacks, with psychological
and physiological distress
Specific Phobias: excessive fear about a specific situation or object
Agoraphobia: fear of scenarios in which help cannot be obtained and escape from a situation is
difficult
Social Anxiety: excessive fear of embarrassment, rejection, or being looked down on in social
situations
Separation Anxiety: excessive fear of separation from persons who the individual is attached
to that are not age appropriate and that persists for a greater amount of time than normal
(American Psychiatric Association, 2017)

Although it is stressed that strategies can be used for all students who may
experience anxiety, regardless of a diagnosis, we do not want to discredit
the presence of a diagnosis.
There are millions who do possess a formal diagnosis that must also be
addressed. This slide is to familiarize attendees with the various anxiety
disorders that are most commonly diagnosed in children so that they have
a better understanding.
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Signs and Symptoms of Anxiety
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Feeling nervous, restless or tense
Having a sense of impending danger, panic or doom
An increased heart rate
Hyperventilation (breathing rapidly)
Sweating
Trembling
Feeling weak or tired
Difficulty concentrating or thinking about anything other than the present worry
Having trouble sleeping
Experiencing gastrointestinal problems
Having difficulty controlling worry
Having the urge to avoid things that trigger anxiety

(Mayo, 2018)

Point out that this is not an all-encompassing list of signs and symptoms
of anxiety. While these may be the most common, it is important to
acknowledge that anxiety may also appear differently based on context,
which will be presented in the next slide.
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In the Classroom
Symptoms of anxiety may not be easily detected in the classroom until disruptive
behaviors are demonstrated. Often, children with underlying anxiety display
behaviors including, but not limited to:
●
talking out of turn
●
avoiding school-work
●
disengaging from classroom activities
●
moving around the room unnecessarily
●
being late for class
●
making distracting noises intentionally

(Sullivan, Johnson, Owens
& Conway, 2014)

Prompt: It can be easy to assume that a disruptive behavior is simply a
child acting out. But have you ever considered that it may be due to
underlying anxiety? Here are a few examples of how anxiety can present
itself in the classroom.
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Behavior
“Beneath every behavior is a feeling. And beneath every
feeling is a need. And when we meet that need rather
than focusing on the behavior, we begin to deal with the
cause not the symptom”
-Ashleigh Warner

This can be a stand-alone slide that doesn’t require additional discussion.
Ensure that you read it slowly for emphasis, and let the attendees consider
the significance for a moment before moving on.
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Behavior, continued

● Outward expression of internal struggles rather than intent to be disruptive.
● Approach the behavior as a means of communicating a need or
achieving a desired outcome
● It is important to understand not only why a child is acting out, but
learn ways to promote and reinforce appropriate behavior.

Example: a child may act out in class if they know they will be asked to
leave the room, and thus be removed from an undesirable situation that
elicits anxiety.
→ behavior may be a result of poor executive functioning skills that
would otherwise allow a child to manage anxiety
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Billy is a third grade student with anxiety. When meeting with his mother at a parent-teacher
conference, Billy’s teacher describes his behavior over the past week as follows:
Billy has gone from doing little work to refusing to do almost anything. When asked to do
work or when given the suggestion he might want to start, he says, “I am not doing it,” and
“that’s not happening.” He often falls asleep during class, paces around the student’s desks,
and talks out of turn. Billy also gets irritable when called on in class and will refuse to answer.
Prior to this week, the teacher was able to get him to do some reading and science work, but
he refuses to attempt any math or writing work and will make distracting noises rather than
work on activities.

Turn teacher’s attention to the provided hard copy of the case study and
give them time to read through it.
Upon finishing the case study, direct attendee’s attention to the first two
prompt questions on the handout. Discussion will take place following
completion.
Ask attendees to focus on the following two questions:
What behaviors may be manifestations of anxiety?
What may these behaviors be communicating?
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Group Discussion

Teachers may likely perceive these behaviors as deliberate actions of the
students, but it is crucial to understand that various factors might play a
role in triggering a disruptive behavioral outburst in which a student may
have limited cognitive control (Nash et al., 2016).
At this time, it is important to ask teachers to share what they identified in
order to address learning that has occurred from previous slides.
Further, it is important to reiterate that signs and symptoms should be
identified so that teachers are better able to draw upon strategies
moving forward.
Reflecting on personal examples will also be beneficial in shifting
perspective and accounting for misconceptions that may have occurred.
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Break

Following the break: Now that the signs and symptoms of anxiety have
and how it may present itself in the classroom have been reviewed, it is
important to understand how behaviors are currently being handled in the
school system.
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Current Behavioral
Management
●

Utilizes a hierarchical approach in which
rewards and incentives are provided
following desirable behaviors, while
undesirable behaviors are penalized.

●

A reward and consequence system may
not be effective for children with anxiety
as it is favoring or punishing a child’s
current skills and abilities.

Shift to:
●

●

Acknowledge the child for
progress towards realistic
goals and meeting
expectations.
Interventions should therefore be
designed to take into account the
various interactions between the
person and the contextual factors that
may be contributing to the behavior,
address underdeveloped skills, and
facilitate behavior management

At this point, it is important to point out strategies that are currently being used
and why they may be ineffective. While this hierarchical approach might work
for some students, it can actually be detrimental to others and make the
behaviors worse, especially those who have anxiety or other anxiety related
disorders.
For example: A child who has not developed the ability to self-regulate when
becoming escalated, or who has not been given the tools to use calming
strategies will not benefit from being penalized for something that they do not
yet have control over.
It is necessary to include information about what can be done instead to ensure
that teachers and support staff are utilizing consistent strategies that will benefit
all students so that attendees are not left with the thought “what should we be
doing then?”.
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What OT is Doing
Working with students to establish new skills
Addressing transitions
Making Recommendations for Classroom Modifications
Identifying Sensory Needs
Analyzing Contexts
Providing Education to Other Disciplines

Although the slide is relatively self-explanatory, it is important to include
examples. For example, an OT who is working with a child to establish new
skills may focus on how to be more self-aware and identify signs that they are
becoming frustrated, and work to find ways to calm themselves down. Highlight
that it is not critical for teachers and support staff to understand the exact
interventions OTs are using. Rather, the goal is to provide strategies that the
teacher can implement that may mirror what OT does, or how to build on what
OT does. Below is a list of examples of what OT may be working on, organized
by approach.
Establish
● Developing Executive Functioning Skills
○ Self-Regulation, Self-Awareness, Inhibitory skills, Emotional control,
Calming Strategies, and Initiating a task
● Developing Communication and
Social Skills Adapt/Modify
● Addressing transitions
● Making recommendations for environment modification
● Identifying sensory needs and recommending appropriate changes
Alter
● Evaluate which contexts will be supportive/inhibitory and make
appropriate suggestions
● Create opportunities for sensory breaks
● Identify different areas for the child to go if other strategies are
not effective Prevent
● Providing Education
○ Antecedent identification
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○ Signs and symptoms
○ “Just-right-challenge” and how to provide opportunities that
are within the student’s abilities
○ Environmental modifications
Create
● Design interventions that can be utilized class-wide
● Identify ways that organization and structure can be implemented
● Provide education for how non-diagnosed children may still be
impacted by anxiety and benefit from strategies
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Create

● Be Consistent
● Provide Environment for Successful Engagement
● Create a Calm and Encouraging Environment

Aims to develop interventions and circumstances that benefit all
individuals, regardless if a disability is present or not. The main bullets
identify primary strategies that teachers can use for all students if
behaviors are present or the entire class needs de-escalated.
Example of being consistent could be as simple as having a predictable
schedule and structuring each day so that students know what to expect
and there is familiarity with routine. → Notify students of changes to the
daily schedule and also have a print-out available so that students can
prepare for events that are atypical, such as a student assembly.
More detailed examples can be provided and attendees can be referred to
the correlating manual pages.
Tips for Teachers:
●
Be Consistent
○
Plan activities in a similar order and location
○
Keep physical arrangement/furnishings consistent
○
Make familiar activities available
○
Make clear and explicit rules
●
Provide Environment for Successful Engagement
○
Offer age-appropriate structured and unstructured activities
○
Keep supplies accessible
○
Make in-class tasks adjustable to meet the needs of individuals
●
Create a Calm and Encouraging Environment
○
Ensure the space is clean and organized
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○
○
○
○
○

Have designated “calm down” or “take a break” areas
Maintain a calm demeanor
Model appropriate behavior
Establish predictability
Use “do” statements
■
Rephrase statements so that children know what is expected
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Prevent
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Complete Verbal Check-Ins
Identify Antecedents
Develop a Plan
Share Control
Utilize Clear, Consistent, and Realistic Expectations
Make Classroom Tasks Feel More Manageable
Have Flexibility with In-Class
Tasks in order to Match Demands
to Abilities

This approach is used to anticipate and avoid problematic performance or
behaviors. The main bullets identify primary strategies that teachers can
use in an attempt to prevent behaviors from occurring.
Example of identifying antecedents → Avoid playing loud music if the
student is known to become overstimulated or has heightened sensitivity
to this to prevent a behavioral outburst from occurring.
More detailed examples can be provided and attendees can be referred to
the correlating manual pages.
Tips for Teachers:
●
Complete Verbal Check-Ins
○
Ask the student how they are doing prior to behaviors being
displayed
●
Identify Antecedents
○
Minimize frequency, intensity, and duration of
aversive events or stimuli
○
Observe body language
○
Look for signs that a student is over/under stimulated
●
Develop a Plan
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○

Decide on actions that will be taken if antecedents are recognized
■ Example: Ask if the student needs help when they appear
flustered
■
Example: Encourage child to count to ten if becoming
escalated
●
Share Control
○
Allow students some choice with activities and when they occur
○
Acknowledge contribution and feedback of student as
participation occurs
●
Utilize Clear, Consistent, and Realistic Expectations
○
Establish clear rules that are explicitly
communicated to reduce misconceptions
●
Make Classroom Tasks Feel More Manageable
○
Use forward chaining for a child who struggles with initiation
○
Be available to assist
○
Break tasks into smaller chunks
○
Present tasks one at a time
●
Have Flexibility with In-Class Tasks in order to Match Demands to
Abilities
○
Make tasks more difficult for students that need
challenged more to ensure they are not bored
○
Make tasks easier for students who are struggling to
ensure they do not feel defeated or overwhelmed
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Establish
Use Positive Reinforcement
Collaborate with Student to Establish Replacement Behavior
Complete “Body Checks”
Utilize Alternative Communication Methods for Addressing Behavior

The establish approach focuses on improving an individual’s skills,
whether they are already present and needing refined, or need to be
initially developed. The main bullets identify primary strategies that
teachers can use to work with students who are building these skills.
Example of establishing a replacement behavior could be to teach the
student to use alternate, appropriate behavior to express the same emotion
or desire. → “Rather than interrupting the class, raise your hand to signal
that you have something to say.”
More detailed examples can be provided and attendees can be referred to
the correlating manual pages.
Tips for Teachers:
●
Use Positive Reinforcement
○
Ensure that praise is provided after a favorable
behavior to increase likeliness the behavior is repeated
○
Praise effort
■
Acknowledge student’s progress towards realistic
goals and for meeting established expectations
○
Use belief statements
■
Example: “I believe that you can…”
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●

●

●

Collaborate with Student to Establish Replacement Behavior
○
Establish an “if, then” plan
■
“If I become frustrated about an assignment, then
I will ask for help.”
○
Discuss replacement behaviors
■
Teach student to use alternate, appropriate
behavior to express the same emotion or desire
Complete “Body Checks”
○
Ask the student how they are feeling
○
Encourage them to identify if they are tense, getting frustrated, etc.
Utilize Alternative Communication Methods for Addressing Behavior
○
Use physical gestures
○
Utilize sign language
○
Exchange written symbols or icons
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Implement Transition Strategies Within the Classroom
Rearrange the Physical Environment
Use Eﬀective Communication and Instruction
Alternate Preferred and Non-Preferred Activities

The adapt/modify approach allows the therapist to make changes to the
context so that an individual can be more successful with their
occupations. The main bullets identify primary strategies that teachers can
use in order to make changes in the various environments a student is in.
Example of implementation strategies within the classroom → Have
laminated icon cards with each subject on them, such as a beaker for
science, and attach it to the whiteboard so that all students know what is
coming next.
More detailed examples can be provided and attendees can be referred to
the correlating manual pages.
Tips for Teachers:
●
Implement Transition Strategies Within the Classroom
○
Visual schedules
○
Timers
○
Representational objects that symbolize upcoming transition
○
Transition routines
■
Example: utilize a clap pattern
■
Example: use a familiar song
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●

●

●

Rearrange the Physical Environment
○
Using pod arrangements instead of rows
○
Incorporate assigned seating
○
Provide areas of varying stimuli
Use Effective Communication and Instruction
○
Get on the student’s level when speaking directly to them
○
Ensure the use of simple, age-appropriate language
the child will understand
○
Be direct
○
Utilize calm tone of voice
○
Use clear and specific demands
○
Give time to process
○
Provide instructions one at a time
Alternate Preferred and Non-Preferred Activities
○
Non-preferred activity should be implemented
immediately following the completion of the preferred
activity
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Alter
●
●
●
●
●
●

Utilize Whole-Class Breaks
Implement a Helper Role
Refer to Another Context
Isolate Student
Consult with OT
Try to Make Removal from Classroom a Last Resort

The goal is to identify which contexts will best support an individual
based upon their needs, interests, and skills. Therapists work to match an
individual’s needs with the context that best supports them. The main
bullets identify primary strategies that teachers can use if an environment
change is needed.
Example of referring to another context → Ask child to go get a drink of
water in the hallway prior to returning to complete the task.
More detailed examples can be provided and attendees can be referred to
the correlating manual pages.
Tips for Teachers:
●
Utilize Whole-Class Breaks
○
Example: Take class for a walk down the hall
if children are demonstrating behaviors
○
Example: Initiate a bathroom break
○
Example: Move class outdoors
●
Implement a Helper Role
○
Example: Assign the student to return an item to another room
●
Refer to Another Context
○
Encourage the child to take a 5 minute break in the sensory room
○
Ask child to go get a drink of water
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Isolate Student
○
Remove student from the room if they are a danger to
themselves or others
●
Consult with OT
●
Discuss alternative context options for child
○
Try to Make Removal from Classroom a Last Resort
Utilize strategies prior to sending to principle
●

○
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● Consult with OT as strategies
are implemented and continue
collaboration until a successful
strategy is identified. If none of
the recommended strategies are
successful, re-assessment or
evaluation may be necessary.
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Break
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Case Study
Billy is a third grade student with anxiety. When meeting with his mother at a
parent-teacher conference, Billy’s teacher describes his behavior over the
past week as follows:
Billy has gone from doing little work to refusing to do almost anything. When
asked to do work or when given the suggestion he might want to start, he says,
“I am not doing it,” and “that’s not happening.” He often falls asleep during
class, paces around the student’s desks, and talks out of turn. Billy also gets
irritable when called on in class and will refuse to answer. Prior to this week, the
teacher was able to get him to do some reading and science work, but he refuses
to attempt any math or writing work and will make distracting noises rather than
work on activities.

At this time, we would like attendees attention to be directed back to the
case study so that they are able to consider strategies that may be
beneficial. Prompt questions are provided on the hard copy and on the
next slide.
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Discussion
Reflect on the behaviors identified previously.
Based on the behaviors, what strategies may be beneficial to use when approaching
Billy?

At this time, it is important to revisit the case study and address the behaviors that
were identified and what they were possibly communicating.
Have attendees review information and select strategies in small groups
that they feel may be most beneficial for addressing behaviors represented
in the case study.
When it appears that everyone has had time to think about this question,
request that people share what they came up with and why they believe it
would be beneficial.
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Behavior:

Refusing school work (especially writing and math)

What might
behaviors mean:

Billy may feel that he is not smart enough to complete the writing or math tasks. Billy may
be discouraged with these topics because of previous poor performance or feedback.

Prevent strategy:

Complete a verbal check-in, and ask Billy, “How are you doing?” or “Can I help you get
started?”.

Establish strategy:

Establish an “if, then” plan with Billy. For example, “if I get stuck on a math problem, then I
will ask for help” or “if I am frustrated about a writing assignment, then I will take three
deep breaths.” (Be sure to provide praise when an “if, then” strategy is used.)

Create strategy:

Inform students that there is an upcoming writing task, and express a clear expectation for
participation.

Adapt/modify
strategy:

Give clear and direct instructions one at a time. “Please sit down and begin problem one on
the math worksheet” or “You will have five minutes to brainstorm ideas and write a topic
sentence” at which point a timer could be set.

Alter strategy:

If Billy becomes more frustrated and other strategies are not working, encourage him to take
a walk to the drinking fountain prior to returning to the task.

This table compiles all the information that was included throughout the
discussions. It highlights one perspective of behavior identification and
interpretation, and the correlating strategies that are most appropriate. It is
likely that the example provided is very similar to what attendees came up
with on their own, but it is still helpful to refer to. Only one behavior was
identified in this example, but there are several other variations that can
occur based on the information from the case study. The table is a
resource to identify how many strategies can be utilized to address one
behavior prior to removing a student from the room.
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In summary
● Disruptive behaviors may be the result of underlying anxiety
● Behavior is communicating a need!
● Various strategies can be used to effectively manage disruptive behaviors

This is the main take-away slide. The main message we want to deliver at
this point is that kids are often not simply “naughty,” and that there is
likely an underlying cause for the behavior. It is possible, based on
prevalence, that the underlying cause is anxiety. Therefore, we need to
ensure that teachers and support staff are familiar with signs and
symptoms, the behaviors may be communicating that a student needs
help, and that there are several strategies that should be used before
sending a child to the principle.
Please take time to review the materials and refer back to them when other
preferred strategies are not effective, and remember that behaviors are often a
means of communication for a child. As educators, you possess a unique wealth of
knowledge and experience so be creative and proactive when approaching students
who are more disruptive, as they may need your positive attention the most.
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Offer time for questions and remember to refer individuals to the
manuals that they can keep as a resource from the in-service.
Thank everyone for their time.
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Objectives

It is important to review the objectives following the presentation in order to
orient the attendees to the information that should have been gained from the inservice.
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Please complete
anonymous
satisfaction survey

Direct attendees to the hard copy of the satisfaction survey that will be
distributed and request completion.
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Case Study
Billy is a third grade student with anxiety. When meeting with his mother at a parentteacher conference, Billy’s teacher describes his behavior over the past week as follows:
Billy has gone from doing little work to refusing to do almost anything. When asked to
do work or when given the suggestion he might want to start, he says, “I am not doing it,”
and “that’s not happening.” He often falls asleep during class, paces around the student’s
desks, and talks out of turn. Billy also gets irritable when called on in class and will
refuse to answer. Prior to this week, the teacher was able to get him to do some reading
and science work, but he refuses to attempt any math or writing work and will make
distracting noises rather than work on activities.

What behaviors may be manifestations of anxiety?

What may these behaviors be communicating?

Pick one strategy from each of the approaches that may be effective to try with Billy.
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Satisfaction Survey
1. Do you feel like you benefitted from attending the Tips for Teachers in-service?
______Yes ______No
2. Would you recommend this in-service to other teachers?
______Yes ______No
3. Do you feel better equipped to manage anxiety-related behaviors in the classroom?
______Yes ______No
4. Please list two major takeaways you gained from this in-service.
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
5. Were the strategies provided in the in-service beneficial?
______Yes ______No
Comments:
________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
6. Do you feel that the case study was a helpful method for application of the strategies
learned in the Tips for Teachers in-service?
______Yes ______No
Comments:
________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
7.

On a scale of 1-10, how confident do you feel implementing strategies specific to
anxiety-related behaviors in the classroom? (1 being the least confident and 10 being the
most)
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Thank you for completing this survey.
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Chapter V
SUMMARY
The scholarly project, Occupational Therapy Best-Practice Addressing
Anxiety Related Behavior in the Classroom, was intended to serve as a
collection of research-supported strategies that promote collaboration
between occupational therapists and classroom staff. A review of current
literature shed light on current behavioral management approaches that are
ineffective for children with mental-health needs. Further, the literature
review provided insight for how to more effectively interact with students
with more complex needs. It became clear, based on the available research,
that many educators would benefit from additional strategies and resources,
thus supporting the purpose of our project and development of our product.
The resulting Tips for Teachers in-service, with provided materials,
serves as a resource for teachers and other school faculty for addressing
behaviors within the classroom. The content and materials are all based
upon, and supported by, current research findings, thus making them
evidence-based and considered current, best-practice approaches. Further,
Tips for Teachers was designed to be informative, but brief, in order to give
teachers and support staff access to background information and strategies,
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without requiring an extensive course or financial investment. The strategies
provided are simple, and each section is organized with multiple strategies
that can be implemented. The intention with the chosen organization of the
product was to create an easy-to-implement educational seminar that could
be delivered by any qualified professional throughout a school district or
state.
Despite the intention and belief that the product could be easily
implemented, a current shortcoming for the work is that it has not yet been
piloted. To see this product come to fruition, it would require buy-in from
teachers and support staff. General interest in the strategies and a desire to
learn more about anxiety in children would be imperative. A survey inquiring
about current behavior management approaches and receptiveness to
learning more strategies for addressing behavior in the classroom could
serve as a preliminary measure of interest within a given area. Based on the
feedback, materials could be presented to smaller groups who expressed
initial interest. Feedback from teachers, and actual implementation of
strategies, would also contribute to the strength of the product and the
ability to promote it further.
Following implementation of strategies, teachers’ observation of
behaviors and perceived effectiveness of the recommendations would be
determined through surveys and qualitative discussions. Specific case
scenarios of children with more significant behaviors could be completed to
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determine which strategies were beneficial and led to reduced instances of
problems within the classroom. The feedback provided through the surveys
and discussions would contribute to the ongoing development of the product.
In addition to implementation, more research should be completed to
expand on effective strategies and to provide more evidence for behavior
management approaches that are specifically tailored to children who are
experiencing anxiety in school. The product could also be improved by
providing more specific examples with each strategy. Ideally, additional
examples would be provided following dialogue with educators and
completion of further research.
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